discussion was dealt with comparatively, thereby underlining the importance of the comparative method in anthropology, a method which many claim is a major contribution of anthropology to the science of man. 5 Christian scholars cannot ignore this method, because in our age of interreligious dialogue comparison between religious beliefs and practices of different peoples is inevitable. 6 Last, but not least, the anthropological discussion on the Virgin Birth raises the issue of interdisciplinary dialogue between theology and the human sciences. Theologians have often sought insights from other disciplines, but they have largely neglected cultural anthropology, the youngest of the social sciences. This paper will attempt to outline the main positions taken in the anthropological controversy and to point out the major contributions and deficiencies of the methodological procedures followed. The discussion will be seen in the light of contemporary theological views on the Virgin Birth. The focus of attention is the method pursued by the anthropologists involved in the debate. "The merit of this essay," writes Edmund Leach, "lies in its method. ternity. 10 He argues that statements by informants which bypass reference to physiological facts are not indicative of their ignorance of these facts. In other words, such statements should not be taken literally. This naturally raises the question, how does one interpret credal statements? Should one rely on the interpretation which the natives give of their own beliefs? Do dogmas tell precisely what believers maintain to be true? And does ritual give an indication of the inner psychological attitude of the participants? Leach's answer to all these questions is in the negative. He frowns upon the method of asking the ritualist about the meaning of his beliefs and ceremonies, of eliciting conscious symbolism. Ritual is not an expression of religious experience but a statement about the social situation.
11 Ritual, like myth, "establishes categories" and "affirms relationships." 12 Hence what is important in a credal formula is not the words but the situation. 13 It is an obvious assumption in Leach's argument that the Christian dogma of the Virginal Conception should not be treated as a unique phenomenon. He derides past anthropological tendencies to exclude higher religions, Christianity in particular, from their speculations. He maintains that the Virginal Conception is just one of three types of supernatural births. The first type would be a virginal, and hence extraordinary, conception, but both the mother and child are looked upon as normal human beings (supernatural/natural/natural). He cites the belief of the Trobriand Islanders as a case in point. The second type involves socie supernatural dimension in the child's conception, a kind of "magical pregnancy." While the mother is thoroughly normal, the child is destined to become a hero and has, therefore, supernatural qualities and attributes (supernatural/natural/supernatural). Isaac and John the Baptist are the examples he cites. The third type has a supernatural dimension throughout. The conception is virginal and both mother and child are abnormal (supernatural/supernatural/supernatural).
14 The conception of Jesus belongs to this third category and is thus one variable in multiple combinations. From a methodological point of view, therefore, Christian beliefs are seen in the wider framework of world religions.
The crucial question to Leach is to explain how people maintain dogmatic statements of this kind which run counter to their knowledge. 11 Leach, "Virgin Birth," p. 41. 12 Ibid., p. 42. 13 Ibid., p. 43. "Ibid. 15 Leach's basic assumption is that all peoples must know the physiological aspects of paternity, which include the causal relation between sexual intercourse and conception.
Three answers are listed: (1) One may hold that people profess such beliefs because of childish ignorance-a position Leach rejects outright as inapplicable just as much to the Australian aborigines as to Christians. 18 (2) One may take the theologian's or the believer's answer, which states simply that the Virginal Conception is an exception to the rule, executed by God for a purpose-a position which Leach says he respects, but which he cannot accept as an explanation. (3) One can apply Lévi-Strauss's structuralism, which entails "fitting the pieces together to form a pattern." 17 The emphasis here lies not in finding causal relationships but in looking for interesting patterns of belief. In such a procedure the scholar does not ask what the causes are which brought about the myth or the belief, nor does he seek to unearth the human needs which the myth satisfies. He asks what the myth tells us about the social situation. Dogmatic statements must fit into the complex social pattern. Their significance lies in their relationships to the social structure, and their meaning makes sense only if seen in the total social pattern.
In the framework of this methodological procedure, Leach makes a number of important statements on the Virginal Conception. First, he asserts that this Christian belief cannot be taken literally. He refers to Matthew and Luke as giving a genealogy "which places Jesus in the direct line of patrilineal descent from David through Joseph." 18 This he interprets to mean that these two Synoptic Gospels are affirming that, after all, Jesus was born like every other human being. Secondly, the meaning or the symbolism of the Virginal Conception cannot be expressed in religious terms. If I understand Leach correctly, his position would be that to explain a religious statement by another religious or theological formulation would amount to tautology.
The dogma of the Virginal Conception is, in Leach's view, "compatible with a social system that is essentially patriarchal." 19 He further attempts to show, rather briefly, that Mariology fitted comfortably in Catholic but not in Protestant colonialism. The concept of society in predominantly Catholic countries left room for an elaborate cult of the 432 THEOLOGICAL STUDIES Virgin Mary; but the Virgin Mother had no place in a Protestant setting. Lastly, he points out that the basic religious theme in the dogma of the Virginal Conception is the alliance between gods and men. 20 He observes that in all societies social distance in time, space, and generation is a fundamental human experience. This is metaphorically expressed in distinctions between the I and the others (ancestor and descendants), this world and the other world, the living and the dead, men and gods, and normality and abnormality. This disjunction between two worlds is also accompanied by a social experience of continuity and mediation. Dogmas and beliefs in virginal conceptions are ways of expressing this experience; they vary because the social experience differs from one culture to another. The task of the anthropologist is to show how religious beliefs fit into the total social structure. To accomplish this, one does not have to explore the conscious symbolism, or the theology, of the believers themselves. When Leach ignores the abundant Christian theological reflections on the Virginal Conception, he is being consistent with his own method.
THE FUNCTIONAL APPROACH 21
Melford Spiro was the first anthropologist to react to Leach's position. 22 The first part of his reply combats Leach's personal insinuations. 23 Spiro vehemently defends his integrity as an anthropologist who does not look on the so-called primitive people as inferior and insists most emphatically that ethnographic data leaves no doubt as to 20 Ibid., p. 45. 21 There may be some cause for confusion in anthropology with regard to the meaning of the functional and structural methods. The classical functionalist was B. Malinowski, who explained culture as fulfilling biological needs. A. R. Radcliffe-Brown expanded and refined Malinowski's views and adopted a functional/structural approach which, while relating all cultural institutions and seeing them as part of a system, examined the effects which the various institutions had on one another. In this case the functions of religion are the relationships it bears to family patterns, political and economic organizations, social values, and the social structure as a whole. This functional/structural approach is to be distinguished from the structural method of Lévi-Strauss, though there are some points of contact. See more scope for the believer to express his own credal statements and formulas and to determine the meaning of his own symbols and doctrines. Finally, Spiro brings out some of the difficulties in Leach's structural interpretation. The basis of Spiro's argument is that beliefs and practices must have some functional purport; in other words, they must have a detectible usefulness, be it sociological, psychological, or religious. Otherwise their coming into being would be quite inexplicable. Spiro concludes by giving two possible functional solutions. The first is cultural, "7n default of a procreative explanation," he writes, "the conception belief enunciates a non-procreative theory of conception. This being so, the function of the message is cognitive explanatory, and the motivational basis for the natives' belief in the message is intellectual curiosity concerning an otherwise inexplicable phenomenon, and one which is of central concern." 28 In simpler terms, the Australian aborigines were ignorant of the causal link between intercourse and conception. The common fact of conception and pregnancy required some explanation, if for no other reason than that the average person is motivated by curiosity. Theories of conception have thus the function of fulfilling this intellectual need. This, of course, does not solve the problem of why the natives never discovered the mentioned link and why they chose this particular explanation. Hence Spiro proposes a psychological interpretation as a second possibility. The assertion that "spirit children" enter the womb of the woman and make her pregnant is a symbolic denial in fantasy of the role of the father as genitor. Australian aborigine beliefs regarding conception are thus seen within the larger framework of the Freudian Oedipus complex.
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REACTION TO THE LEACH-SPIRO DEBATE It has to be admitted from the start that the correspondence on this topic addressed to the editor of Man has not contributed much to clarifying the issues and much less to solving the methodological problems involved. Most of the anthropologists who reacted to the debate hardly even mention the Virginal Conception. These writers tend to refer to ethnographic literature in favor of or against the tenet that some nonliterate peoples were unaware of the physiological role of the father in procreation. A few attempt to go beyond the now sterile debate about primitive people and to make comments on the Christian doctrine of the Virginal Conception. Burridge, 31 for one, notes that the Australian aborigines, like Christians, believe that God is ultimately the real father and that the part man plays is that of a foster father. He also contrasts man's reproductive cycle with the kangaroo's, for reasons which are not very clear, to say the least. He observes that the Australian belief in conception has to be seen in opposition to what they affirm in native animals. Schwimmer, 32 after describing the Orokaivan situation, 33 notes that there are some similarities between the Christian and Orokaivan beliefs ίχι human conception and birth. Both Christians and Orokaivans, according to Schwimmer, believe that some births are not the result of sexual congress; that some children may be conceived by women sleeping alone; and that conception in this latter case is explained by the entrance of a spirit into the womb of the woman and fertilizing her. It is hardly worth the time assessing these comparisons, or rather identifications, since none of the beliefs, as stated by Schwimmer, are adhered to by Christians. The most relevant remark he makes is that Orokaivan parthenogenesis has social significance; and this would tend to support Leach's position. Only one of the anthropologists who participated in the debate suggested that the dogma of the Virginal Conception has a long historical development, a study of which might shed light on the whole matter.
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At best, the response to the Leach-Spiro debates shows that the participants are not very familiar with the Christian writings on the Virginal Conception and on the perpetual virginity of Mary; 35 and much less are they cognizant of the ramifications of the dogmas involved. The intricacies of the arguments, and the issues themselves, are sometimes lost in the abusive language of the debaters. 36 One is not surprised to find that most of those who reacted to the initial articles of Leach and Spiro have made very little, if any, contributions to the basic issues at stake. 
THEOLOGICAL STUDIES
There are two exceptions to these superficial responses: the essays of Derrett 37 and Montague. 38 Derrett, writing from a theological point of view, maintains that the scriptural data does not support the contention that Mary conceived Jesus while remaining a virgin. "The Evangelists," he writes, "believe that in Jesus' case conception took place in two stages, perhaps separated by a short interval; a spirit pregnancy took place first and a human pregnancy afterwards."
39 Even those Christian exegetes who tend to interpret the scriptural data as lending some support to the doctrine of the Virginal Conception are aware of the problem so evident in Luke (1:26-38).
40 If Derrett's interpretation were unanimously accepted by Christians, Leach's position would be greatly enhanced. Those who agree with Derrett should have no difficulty accepting at least in part Leach's stand, for both are saying that the dogma that Jesus was conceived of a virgin should not be taken at face value.
Derrett and Leach, however, soon part company; for the former sees in the dogma of the Virginal Conception an important religious meaning. "The notion [i.e., of the Virginal Conception] was a fiction intended to show no more than this, viz. Jesus is a second Moses, his conception being God's will, which anticipated in a significant respect the copula tion between a young Jewish bridal pair. This is the 'true' explanation for Jesus's extraordinary powers and unique life. . . ."
41 Derrett bases his interpretation on the Jewish legal customs of the time, when legal fictions were common. He tends to look on the Virginal Conception as a symbolic way of expressing important religious beliefs and tenets. He admits that what is really important in the statement that Mary conceived while keeping her virginity intact is the offspring, Jesus-a fact which, while ignored by Leach, is attested by many Christian theologians.
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Derrett's interpretation is thus only partially in agreement with Leach's analysis. Derrett goes back to a social custom, a legal fiction, to understand the doctrine, but, unlike Leach, he sees a definite religious message in the dogma. In other words, whether the conception of Jesus was virginal or not, the doctrine affirms Jesus' place in history. Derrett, therefore, implies that a religious statement must have a religious meaning, even though one has to fall back on a social custom to acquire a fuller and better understanding of it. Leach does not seem to detect any religious significance in the doctrine of the Virginal Conception. The importance of this religious belief, according to Leach, is sociological, not theological.
The problem is approached by Montague from quite a different perspective. She concentrates her remarks mainly on the ethnographic material on the Trobriand Islanders, a Melanesian group in the Western Pacific. Up to a point she follows Leach's method. Taking the Trobriand kinship system as a whole, she notes that it is replete with symbols of totem and rank. Their beliefs regarding conception she sees as related to their marriage rules, adoption patterns, etc. The literature on these natives does not, in her opinion, support Spiro's contention. On the contrary, the Trobrianders are well aware of the physiological aspects of conception and pregnancy, but they relegate the physical aspects of procreation to a secondary position. "This is reasonable," she adds, "when we remember that the animate Trobriand universe is constructed around the contrast totem/rank rather than that of nature/culture, and that totem and rank cut across each other." 43 Thus the Trobriand attitudes to conception are part of a whole kinship structure which is dominated by the distinction and the overlapping of their ideas of totem and rank; and these play the primary role in the identity of the child. According to Montague, the Trobriands minimize their knowledge of the physiology of conception under the pressure of the social conditions dictated by totem and rank. With Leach she agrees that beliefs often serve organizational purposes and that therefore while they are often affirmed in apparently dogmatic fashion, they are not to be taken literally. She takes issue with Leach, however, where he refers to the Trobriand conceptions as virginal. 44 Montague warns against false analogies between Trobriand and Christian beliefs. Both form a pattern, but they are based on two different sets of symbols. The Christian's world is divided into the natural and the supernatural (cultural). Human conception in this system is given a twofold explanation: man and woman unite sexually and bring about the conception and the physical aspects of the child. This is part of the natural process defined by God. But man's soul, his intellectual (or cultural) capacity, remains God's sole contribution. A virginal conception implies that God has suspended the natural process. 45 Montague here agrees in some degree with Spiro, for she 
METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES

Symbolic Interpretations
The first issue which the Virgin-Birth debate has brought to the fore is whether Christians take the It may be true that many anthropologists have found it difficult to unearth, and consequently to understand, the beliefs of some of the peoples they have studied. The evidence for the Christian belief in the Virginal Conception is on a different plane. There is overriding data to show that many Christians, past and present, have proclaimed that Mary was biologically a virgin, and this in spite of the fact that they were and are fully aware of the physiology of procreation. Whether Leach agrees with their position and whether Scripture supports their view are different problems altogether. Surely, the testimony of the believer is important, even though he may not always find it easy or possible to express his inner feelings. Leach is saying, in effect, that the natives' interpretation of their own beliefs and customs is not a crucial consideration in 48 Brown, art. cit., p. 11. 47 There establish the doctrine of the Virginal Conception; it is rather "to establish how Jesus came to be a descendant of David and be the Davidic Messiah despite the virgin birth which seems so fundamentally an objection to his being so." 54 Rahner and Vorgrimler, in their Theological Dictionary, clearly state the religious and spiritual meaning of the Virginal Conception when they write: "The birth of Jesus without a father, yet of a mother, emphasizes the fact that with Christ salvation begins absolutely anew; he does not prolong the guilt-entangled history of mankind but redeems it into newness of life. Injury and pain, to the extent that these manifest the domination of sin, are absent from Mary's children." 55 Perhaps the most comprehensive attempt to give a symbolic interpretation to the Virginal Conception is Dettloff s. 56 He points out that when the Bible and the Fathers of the Church teach Mary's virginal motherhood, they may not be chiefly concerned with anatomical integrity. The interest is not in empirical facts but in the metaphysical and theological reality. The integrity of creation they see symbolized in the integrity of woman or, more concretely, of the woman who is a virgin. The fulness of creation, on the other hand, is symbolized also in the fulness of woman, seen again concretely as the woman who is a mother. For Dettloff, the Virginal Conception does not have to be taken literally. He observes that the early Church celebrated the feasts of virgin martyrs, even though, according to Roman law, no virgin in the physical sense could be executed and was therefore first violated.
While many theologians would not go as far as to say that the doctrine has only symbolic meaning, new interest in the theology of the symbol is bound to shift the emphasis from the physical, historical import of the Virginal Conception to its symbolic significance. 57 The methods of Leach and some Christian theologians are thus not at all dissimilar. The issue is what kind of symbolic interpretation we should look for. If the anthropologist, sociologist, and psychologist have the right to give their own symbolic interpretations of religious facts, it is hard to see why the theologian should not enjoy the same freedom. And if the explanations of religious phenomena formulated by social scientists should be taken seriously, there seems to be no reason why the evaluation of the same phenomena by theologians should not be given its due consideration. A much deeper issue raised by Leach is that of religious experience. This concept has received prominence among historians of religion.
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Theologians have tended to shy away from it, though of late some have taken it into serious consideration. 59 Leach brushes the concept aside and indirectly claims that all experience is ultimately social. His negative evaluation has, ironically, a positive element: it brings to the attention of the theologian the need to explore and to understand the religious experience claimed by many believers of all religious persuasions.
Functional Values
Many functional studies present a challenge to the Christian believer, for they often give the impression of an attempt to undermine religious beliefs. But functional interpretations of the Virginal Conception are almost inevitable.
Christian scholars today agree that the Virginal Conception is not referred to in the earlier NT writings. This does not, of course, prove that the early Christians did not take the doctrine for granted. But it seems plausible to hold that, if such a belief was present at all, it could not have been very important; or perhaps the Christians of the time did not feel the need to emphasize it. Since the doctrine of the Virginal Conception appeared in some NT writings and soon became universal, it is legitimate to ask how and why this growth and development took place. Functional interpretation immediately comes to mind. The emergence and spread of the belief must have had a detectable purpose. Similarly, the gradual formulation and explicitation of the doctrine was accompanied by other developments in both the religious and cultural spheres. The examination of concomitant developments is a subject for fruitful analysis and research.
Theological studies on the development of doctrine have concentrated on the embryonic emergence of dogma and have looked for evidence for or against specific credal statements in early Christian writings and in conciliar pronouncements. Doctrinal development is looked upon as a growth in Christian maturity under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.
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The anthropologist is trained to ask different questions. For him, the newly emerging doctrine must have arisen to fulfil some particular need, religious or otherwise. In other words, the development of the doctrine of the Virginal Conception could be indicative of religious, social, and 68 psychological needs of the growing and expanding Christian community. Again, for the anthropologist, the development of dogma connotes a change; and changes do not occur in isolation. The rise and growth of the belief in the Virginal Conception could possibly fall into a pattern of religious and social change occurring at the same period in history.
Relating the Virginal Conception in a functional manner to concurrent changes can only serve to broaden the horizon of religious beliefs and the context in which they flourish. The relationships are valid irrespective of whether the Virginal Conception actually occurred or not.
There is some evidence that theologians have not neglected the functional aspects of the doctrine. It is a common opinion among Christian scholars that the Virginal Conception tells us more about Mary than just the way in which she conceived her Son; it also portrays the Christian attitude towards Jesus. In fact, the uniqueness of her Son is stressed again and again in the context of Mary's virginity. 61 Some authors are at pains to point out that the doctrine was not borrowed from pagan sources. 62 The dogma has thus definite religious functions, even though these are not always spelled out very clearly. One of the most obvious problems of the early Christian community was to assert itself as a distinct group. Its missionary activities led to an insistence that its message was unique-a uniqueness based on the person of Jesus. The formulation of the dogma had the function of supplying Christians with a historical justification for the uniqueness they were claiming. The connection between the uniqueness of Christ and the Virginal Conception is not just a matter of anthropological conjecture. Richardson, for example, states:
The sole non-hellenistic explanation of the method of the incarnation is the virgin birth, since this presupposes that from His very conception the one in Mary's womb is God. To think, for example, that Joseph begets the child of Mary and that God simply unites Himself to the child thus begotten is to deny that God truly begins to exist in time. From these considerations, we see that there is a necessary reason for the virgin birth. It is implied by the proper understanding of Jesus Christ as God. Mary's virginity, as another theologian has succinctly expressed it, "safeguards the divinity of Christ." 64 The function of the Virginal Conception would thus be to establish the place of Christ as the par excellence savior of the world, to give assurance to the Christian believer of the pre-eminent status of his faith.
Theologians have also been careful to look at the Virginal Conception within the broader spectrum of Christian belief. Christian writers on Mary do not view it as an isolated religious tenet, nor have they considered only the one narrow dimension of its historicity. "A comparison of sources," we are told, "reveals that the virgin birth must not be regarded as an isolated biographical detail or a private miracle. Rather what is primarily recorded is Jesus' dignity as the Son of David, the Messiah, the Son of God, of which the virgin birth is a consequence." 85 What is indirectly being said is that the Virginal Conception forms part of a coherent system of beliefs. The doctrine that Jesus was conceived of a virgin is one loop in a chain of ideas, supporting and receiving support from one another. The problem raised by anthropological reflections is whether we should view the Virginal Conception in an even wider context than that of Christian beliefs and dogmas. Can we somehow relate the doctrine to social or cultural traits? Does this particular dogma fit into a specific world view?
Richardson's study of virginity 66 provides a good example of anthropological methodology which might provide a useful framework of reference in our analysis of the functions of the Virginal Conception. He points out that attitudes toward virginity in ancient Israel and classical Greece were shaped by the requirements of the emerging patriarchal system. In such a system "the decisive institution effecting the transition from matriarchal society is the puberty test of the male's competence in virginity." 67 Rules regarding virginity are understood in relation to man's growing dominance. For example, part of the rationality behind the Decalogue proscription of adultery is that a man's wife is like his ox or one of his slaves. Adultery is partly wrong because it is a form of stealing from another man. It injures not the wife but her owner. Law and voluntary obedience govern the relationship between husband and wife, thereby banishing all sexual expression and feeling in public. 
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which Richardson designates as the postaxial period 68 and in which early Christianity falls, is the time when man's awareness of the existence and power of the transcendent acquires a new dimension. The emphasis on an absolute being made man reflect upon his destiny as transtemporal and therefore not necessarily dependent on the sexual need to reproduce offspring. Sex no longer is considered essential to human fulfilment. The end of man is the vision of God. Man no longer sees his immortality in his progeny, but places it in a transhuman dimension irrelevant to whether he has natural sons or not. In other words, man gradually comes to the realization that he can achieve fulfilment and immortality without family, sexual pleasure, and progeny. The concept of a spiritual community, in which the renunciation of the flesh becomes an ideal, can be held as a possible substitute for the natural family.
The second important change which occurred during this postaxial period regards the relationship between man and woman. 69 In the preaxial age man and woman were considered incomplete in themselves. Joining in the flesh was deemed necessary for fulfilment and completion. The only relationship between man and woman had to be a sexual union; friendships were looked upon with suspicion. Sexuality was an activity which belonged primarily to woman. Man-the spirit-could remain a virgin in relation to woman, who symbolized the sexual drive. In the postaxial age the position is reversed: virginity becomes chiefly a female achievement. By their virginity women appropriate for themselves the fulness of life in the spirit; they can become "a second type of male." The emergent ideas of this period are a religious equality of men and women, an ideological community of love transcending race, and a personal experience of man's immortality; all these transformations were occurring within, and to some degree influencing, the changing cultural situation.
Richardson does not attempt to relate the Virginal Conception to his scheme. It seems clear, however, that the doctrine makes sense in the postaxial age, which has stayed with us, substantially, till the twentieth century. In this period the virginity of Mary acquires prominence over that of Joseph. The Holy Family is more like a spiritual community than a regular family. The element of transcendence dominates religious formulations on the Virgin Mother. The conception and birth of her Son are placed on a transcendent plane above human experience. Mary symbolizes the ideal form of Christian existence, where the ultimate goal is heaven, a place or state where people do not marry or have sexual 68 The concept of an "axial period" in history is Karl Jaspers'; cf. his The Origin and Goal of History (New Haven, 1953) pp. 1-27. 69 Richardson, "The Symbol of Virginity," p. 784.
relationships. At the same time, she is also mother, albeit a different one, thereby reflecting the recognized fact that virginity for all is ultimately unrealistic. In psychoanalytic terms, Mary is an ambivalent figure, an ambivalence reflected among early Christian writers who argued in favor of or against her virginity not just in conceiving her Son but also during and after his birth. 70 The Virginal Conception has to be seen within the developing Christian ideas of celibacy and virginity. It also suggests, and is reflective of, a theory of sexuality in which the sexual relationship "has no positive creative role in man's spiritual development and must always be a sign of his alienation from God."
71 It is thus understandable that over the centuries Christians found it necessary to defend the theory of the perpetual virginity of Mary; for if Mary was the creature closest to God, she could not possibly have sexual behavior, however legitimate, ascribed to her. The insistence on the virginity of Mary, particularly in her conception of Jesus, tells us something about the Christian attitude towards sex, as some Christian theologians seem to suggest. 72 This changing attitude toward sex in the early Christian period is part of a total changing world view in which the man-woman relationship was undergoing radical transformation. Seen, therefore, in functional perspective, the Virginal Conception and the doctrine of Mary's perpetual virginity uphold, justify, and strengthen a particular world view which subordinates sex and the resultant man-woman relationship to the transcendental end of man. Such an analysis seems corroborated by the changes occurring in our culture today. No one can doubt that our views on sex, on the man-woman relationship, and on man's relation to the transcendent are being questioned and altered. In this period of change, doubts about the Virginal Conception have arisen even in quarters where it was taken for granted.
This functional analysis of the Virginal Conception relates the Christian doctrine to a social world view and in particular to the social relationship between man and woman and the sexual implications implied. It takes into account both religious and cultural dimensions.
How and to what degree these dimensions acted causally on one another is debatable, but the concomitant occurrences and patterns are observable. It is suggested here that the evolving pattern noted above might give a wider perspective to the Virginal Conception, ascribing to it, 70 Cf., e.g., A. C. 
The Question of Comparison
Scholarly comparison between Christianity and other religions is a relatively recent endeavor. Anthropologists have contributed to the comparative method mainly because they have studied many different societies, thus accumulating much data. From a theoretical point of view anthropologists have made some important statements on the compara tive method. 73 There is unanimous agreement that comparison is essential to anthropological research. Comparison seems to be an aspect of human thought. General or universal statements cannot be made without comparison. From a practical point of view it must be admitted that comparison takes place when one studies or comes in contact with other cultures or religions, even though the comparisons may not be explicit. It is also generally agreed that in comparing societies or cultures the differences must be explored as well as the similarities; the former may at times be more significant than the latter. A general principle is that cultural traits can only be intelligently compared when they are first understood in their own cultural context. Customs, beliefs, and traits exist not in isolation but in relation to other cultural aspects. The understanding of these relations may be necessary for a meaningful comparison which goes beyond the superficial listing of similar charac teristics. Another principle, put forward by Franz Boas as early as 1896, states that legitimate comparison must be restricted to those customs, beliefs, etc. which have been proved to be the effects of the same causes. 74 Further, the accounts on which comparisons are based should follow similar standards of observation and classification. 75 
Some anthropologists have taken ideological postulates of societies as a basis
for comparison, 76 while other have suggested that one could compare processes, that is, the way comparable things are done in different societies. 77 One of the main problems in the articles of both Leach and Spiro is that not all these principles are adhered to.
Different scholars have adopted various attitudes in their use of the comparative method. Anthropologists have tried, with some measure of success, to be as objective as possible, looking at their data as cultural traits of equal value. Historians of religions have adopted the phenomenological approach, suspending their judgment on the relative or absolute value of the beliefs under study. 78 Theologians have tended to be the most evaluative of scholars. Even the questions they ask often assume the absolute stance of Christianity. The theological endeavor has been largely an attempt to understand other beliefs in terms of the Christian revelation. This is clearly seen, for example, in the discussion on the salvation of non-Christians. 79 The tendency of theologians is to consider the Virginal Conception as a unique and thus incomparable event.
80 Some exegetes, however, have compared the infancy narratives of the Gospels with OT passages. Thus Fitzmyer has noted that the story in Matthew is "modeled partly on the haggadic development of the birth of Moses in contemporary Palestinian Judaism." 81 With reference to Luke's account, he sees a similarity with the story of the childhood of Samuel (1 S 1-2). Fitzmyer does not enlarge his scope to go beyond the Judeo-Christian tradition; but in principle he could be interpreted as re lating the Virginal Conception and the whole account of the birth of Jesus to similar, though not necessarily identical, stories elsewhere.
The literature comparing the Virginal Conception or the Virgin Birth to religious phenomena outside Christianity is scanty, confusing, and sometimes misleading. Joseph Campbell seems to detect virgin births and conceptions in all religions. Virgin birth, he assures us, "is one of those themes which appears everywhere in new combinations." 82 He discovers the theme in many places, including Egypt, China, and Mexico. 83 Even the birth of Confucius is interpreted as a result of a virginal conception. 84 Virginal birth or conception is one motif in the qualities attributed to a hero. 85 Campbell explains his findings in Jungian terms, stating that myths and legends of virgin births tell us of the structure, order, and forces of the psyche in symbolic language. 88 The main anthropological difficulty with Campbell's approach is that he seems to be comparing literatures and not beliefs, attitudes, and values. He never asks whether the stories of virgin births in world religions occupy the same religious and social status as the account of the Virginal Conception does in Christianity. Campbell's comparisons are so detached from their own particular milieu that their value is negligible. In his comparative scheme similarities, often superficial, play the main, if not the only, role.
It is a fairly common theme among historians of religion that accounts of virgin births and virginal conceptions are related in all religious traditions. S. F. G. Brandon, 87 for instance, maintains that the concept of a woman, usually a virgin, conceiving and giving birth to a child without having first had sexual intercourse with a man, is ancient and widespread. The reason for this, he thinks, is possibly the biological ignorance among primitive people-a position held by Frazer 88 but now no longer accepted by the majority of anthropologists. How the Virginal Conception fits into Brandon's view is not easy to see, since biological ignorance in this respect could hardly be imputed to the Jews around the beginning of the Christian era.
That there are similarities between Christ and other important figures in world religions can hardly be denied. To take just one example, Hindu tradition tells us that Krishna was born in a stable, that a star appeared at his birth, that his foster father had to flee with the infant, and so on. 89 Some accounts of the Buddha's birth could easily be interpreted as implying a virginal conception. 90 -There are similarities between the attributes of the Virgin Mary and those assigned to many mother goddesses in the ancient Near East. Mary's paradox is that she conceives while remaining a virgin. Promiscuous sexual activity does not enter into the picture at all. Because of such glaring differences some scholars have gone as far as to say that there is no distinct virginal-conception motif before Christianity. Traditions of "abnormal impregnation" abound, but their main import is that a woman becomes a mother in an extraordinary way. 94 These extraordinary births and conceptions cannot be simply identified with the tradition about Jesus' conception.
The Finally-and here is where the anthropologist can be most helpfulthe religious attitudes, values, etc. must be seen in their social context. Religious beliefs are so often interwoven with life that they can be best understood in relation to the total world view and life pattern of the believers themselves. In other words, the scholar must first grasp the ethos of a culture. Beliefs, values, and practices have their meaning only in relation to the comprehensive life style of a society. After the researcher has apprehended the world views of different societies in such a way that he can relate to them both on the academic and the experiential level, then he is competent to embark on a comparative analysis.
CONCLUSION
It may be granted that the anthropological debate on the Virgin Birth has not solved our theological problems concerning the conception of Jesus. On the contrary, the debate may only persuade exegetes and theologians of the incompetence of anthropologists to deal with the question at hand. One may also argue that, since many anthropologists have been notorious for their negative attitude to religion in general, 99 their opinions on the Virgin Birth should be put aside from the very start. But to stop with these scholarly reflections would be to miss the point; for anthropological studies on the Virgin Birth, and on religious issues in general, may be more important for their method than for their content. The basic question raised by the Virgin-Birth controversy in anthropo logical literature is whether exegetes and theologians should pay more attention to the social functions and cultural symbols implied in the Virgin Birth, and whether they should also take into account a methodology which is more suitable for dialogue between religious faiths.
The first area where the application of anthropological method can have beneficial results is in the interpretation of Scripture. The kind of exegesis of the Virgin Birth on the lines conducted by Brown and Fitzmyer is admittedly indispensable. But it has obvious limitations. Fitzmyer's study confirms Brown's earlier statements, 100 but it follows the same methodological approach. Further, the questions posed at the beginning of the exegetical method are few and somewhat narrow. Understandably, such scriptural studies make little attempt to exhaust the meaning of the Virgin Birth. They are not intended to relate the doctrine to contemporary Christian life and much less to the broader spectrum of world religions. It is suggested here that the use of anthropological method can open up new and wider perspectives in the attempt to understand the scriptural assertion that Jesus was born of the Virgin Mary and to interpret it meaningfully both in our culture and in the context of the major religions of the world. One of the best articulations of the scriptural issue has been made by W. Cantwell Smith. In a provocative article, in which he complains that Scripture scholars have not been trained to use the methods of the history of religions, he recommends a biblical study that would combine a number of approaches and methodologies:
The course that I envisage would be concerned with the Bible as scripture. It would begin with some consideration of scripture as a generic phenomenon. The questions to which it would address itself would be questions such as these: what is involved in taking a certain body of literature, separating it from all other, and giving it a sacrosanct status? What is involved psychologically, what, sociologically, and what, historically? How and when did it first come about? How did the Christian Church happen to take up the practice? What attitudes, magical or otherwise, towards writing are involved? And once this is done-what consequences follow? One would wish a brief but perhaps striking comparativist introduction: the conception and role of scripture in other major communities -Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist and the like. Salient differences, as well as striking similarities, could be touched briefly.
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The anthropologist would go further: he would include, in more direct manner, the social situation as one of his main inquiries. But the method is essentially the same.
One can also apply anthropological method to interpret doctrinal statements. That attempts have been made by theologians to adopt some of the methods of the social sciences needs no proof. 102 The use of anthropological method lags behind because, for one reason, anthropology is the youngest of the social sciences. The lesson of anthropological method is not just to replace dogmatic formulations in their general cultural and historical context, but more specifically to relate religious beliefs and practices to particular social institutions and cultural traits. An excellent example of this approach is Wolfs study of Our Lady of Guadalupe. 103 Wolf sees this belief as expressive, in different ways, of the two strata of society in Mexico. He shows how this belief became a national symbol, not just religiously but also politically and socially. In somewhat similar fashion, the theologian Conzemius has examined the primacy of the pope. 104 107 Some
